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Abstract
The purpose of my research was to examine the bridge between academic and student affairs
within a learning community (LC) program by assessing holistic student well-being practices
taking place within the classroom, residence halls, and general campus community. My research
sought to answer the following question: How are current University of San Diego faculty, staff,
and student leaders, within the LC program, working to articulate competencies of integration,
collaboration, and student thriving? What I found was a strong need to better translate the
onboarding experience into the LC program. There was also the strong desire of making the
experience of the work more relational rather than transactional, which would connect perfectly
with the mission and purpose of the LC program. If there were space to figure out a way to
incentivize the relationship between faculty and staff, the experience could become richer and
create a culture of authenticity.
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Dedication
Education has been a profession of interest throughout my life because of the
enlightenment that it can manifest. Since I was a child, I noticed that a lot of my family members
were educators and nurtured the learning of children around them. While in my undergraduate
program at John Carroll University, I learned about careers in higher education and decided that
was the career path for me. In the summer of 2018, prior to my final year of undergrad, I had the
pleasure of serving as an intern in the division of Academic and Student Affairs at Eastern
Michigan University (EMU). During this experience, I had the opportunity to meet Dr. Chiara
Hensley, the Associate Vice President for Academic and Student Affairs. One of the most
valuable things she taught me was the importance of understanding how to work with faculty as
a student affairs practitioner. Dr. Hensley was a pioneer at EMU for building a bridge between
academic and student affairs by seeking to establish a holistic student experience. In December
2019, Dr. Hensley lost her life to cancer. She was someone who touched the hearts of everyone
she came across, including my own. This project is being dedicated to Dr. Hensley for
introducing me to this work. This will be a continuation of the legacy she began in the field of
student affairs.
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Introduction
Higher education is an opportunity to expand one’s world and engage in forms of
development in unique and extensive ways. Higher education campuses are great places to
cultivate community, collaboration, and authentic passion. As a higher education
paraprofessional, my main interest was to seek ways to get involved with both academic and
student affairs. This interest stems from the experiences I had the pleasure of engaging with as
someone interested in a career in this field. At the University of San Diego (USD), there is space
to collaborate with both academic and student affairs through the Learning Communities (LC)
program.
The purpose of my research was to examine the bridge between academic and student
affairs within the LC program by assessing holistic student well-being practices taking place
within the classroom, residence halls, and general campus community. My research question
was: How are current University of San Diego faculty, staff, and student leaders within the LC
program working to blend competencies of integration, collaboration, and student thriving?
My hope was to engage with all faculty, staff, and student leaders within the program and
gauge their commitment to those competencies. I am defining integration as combining expertise
in order to broaden perspectives from varying points of view, knowledge, and experiences.
Collaboration is defined as working closely together in order to accomplish a common goal or
task. Lastly, I personally define the competency of student thriving as a student’s perceived sense
of belonging across all dimensions of a campus. A scholarly definition will be given later on in
the paper. My biggest hope for this project was to project a new culture around collaboration
while working together to define what these competencies mean for the program.
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Background
Living-Learning Communities (LLC) can be defined as “a group of students who live
together in the same on-campus building and share similar academic or special interests.”
(Kurotcuchi, 2018, p. 20) LLCs are an opportunity for students to build community on campus
authentically. John Dewey is one of the known founders of the concept of learning communities.
Scholars shared “recognizing learning as a social process, Dewey saw students and teachers as
partners in learning.” (Kurotcuchi, 2018, p. 22) For the purposes of my research, the themes I
will be focusing on are academic achievement, faculty integration and sense of belonging. These
themes are different from the competencies I will be examining because it was an easier way to
break down the literature. For my purposes, I am defining each concept as follows:
1. Academic achievement - a student’s performance within the classroom while in
the LC program
2. Faculty integration - the involvement of faculty within the LC program
3. Sense of belonging - a student’s overt impression of their overall inclusion in a
campus’s social environment
LCs are an attempt to bridge three facets of the university: faculty, students, and the
curriculum (Grills, 2012, p. 43). This bridge acts as a connection between the three in order to
enhance the capability of academic achievement for first-year students on our campus. Our
model requires the participation of all first-year students in our program, but the level of
participation is ultimately up to them. Participation in LC programs has seen the following
student outcomes: greater critical thinking skills, higher rates of civic engagement, and easier
transitions into college (Grills, 2012, p. 45). These outcomes directly connect to our student
leadership model within our program and tie into a student’s sense of belonging as well.
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The concept of “buy-in” can be understood as the faculty and staff's strong commitment
and dedication to the LC program. Focusing on faculty, Furco and Moely (2012) list four
conditions which are important to consider when seeking faculty buy-in: 1) the program’s goals
must be clearly articulated, 2) faculty must have opportunities to explore their role in the LC
program without taking up their time, 3) faculty must perceive an institutional commitment to
this work, and 4) faculty must see a direct reward for their participation (p. 129). In the context
of learning communities, having faculty buy-in is extremely important because students will
interact with faculty more than they will with a student affairs staff member. Having explored
this impact, I am curious to know how the LC program at USD is incorporating these conditions
and if there is an opportunity to make necessary adjustments.
Similarly, the collaboration across the university is equally important for an LC program
to be successful. The program must operate through a lens of care, empathy, compassion,
transparency, and accountability as it navigates student challenges and successes. While
explaining the necessity of being a caring educator, McNair (2016, p.81) asked the following
reflection questions: 1. How are our daily actions demonstrating compassion and empathy for the
students we encounter? 2. Are we understanding the challenges and obstacles that students face
today, and do we see these challenges not as reflecting students’ deficits, but as reflecting the
deficits of our institutions, our society, or even ourselves? Though the LC program is only a
microcosm of the institution, it is still a strong representation of how a university functions.
Building a bridge between the academic and student affairs sectors of a university will establish
a culture of empathy and compassion by creating space to recognize and address the institutional
infrastructures that impact a student’s perceived sense of belonging. “Becoming a student-ready
college requires each and every person who is part of the ecosystem to make a personal decision
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to take responsibility and ownership for student success” (Mcnair, 2016, p. 82). The faculty and
student affairs staff involved in the LC program must coordinate collaborative efforts in order for
students to feel a positive sense of belonging inside and outside of the academic classroom.
One significant benefit that LCs offer students is the opportunity to interact with, and
learn from, their peers (Kurotcuchi, 2018, p. 1400). Being that there are a plethora of student
leaders all acting as liaisons for all first-year students, it is important their training is extensive
enough to be able to support a large majority of student concerns during their transition into
USD. In a study, Spanierman (2013) found that a students’ sense of belonging on campus is
moderately associated with a sense of belonging in the residence halls for students who were
living in a living-learning community or a traditional housing student. Residential Assistants
play a significant role in making sure students within their living areas feel that sense of
belonging. With this in mind, student to student interaction is a key factor for the success of a
student’s first year. The role student leaders play while onboarding our new students is one that
begins to foster their experience. This impact is similar to that of a faculty or staff member.
Ultimately, the relationship between student, staff, and faculty are important factors to consider
when thinking about the overall sense of belonging of students on campus and in the program.
First-Year Experience (FYE) programs, like LCs, are created to increase the retention of
students. Arensdorf (2016) found that students within the LC program they studied reported
supportive, nurturing relationships with faculty. In fact, “these connections [with faculty] not
only provided academic and non-academic opportunities and comfort about approaching faculty
but also fostered relationships that were more caring, mentor-like, and friendlier” (Arensdorf,
2016, p. 11). Faculty integration will be important for any LC program that is connected to
Academic Affairs, and the data supports this claim. All retention efforts for our LC model must
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take into consideration the relationships students build with faculty and how that will impact
their journey at USD.
One of the key findings of a qualitative study that explored the impact of a spiritually
based LC at a small faith-based institution was that faculty, staff, and family support directly
impact a students’ spirituality (van Santen, 2018, p. 109). Though we may not be a faith-based
LC program, it is still essential to understand how our religious identity as an institution will
impact our students’ academic success and social sense of belonging. This is a result of faculty
and staff having a role in the development of our students.
Since beginning this project, higher education has gone through a drastic change based on
the impact of COVID-19. Scholars share that “the declines in student mental health have coincided with increased feelings of loneliness and social isolation, to some degree attributable to
the public health quarantine measures implemented to stop the spread of the virus (e.g., stay at
home orders, social distancing)” (Kwan, 2021, p. 2) It is of the utmost importance that higher
education professionals approach their work with a strong sense of care, compassion, and
empathy as we all navigate the challenges of the pandemic. As professionals, we should continue
to want our students to leave our campuses feeling a strong affinity to their institution. We
should also want our students to leave knowing they will and can be successful out in the world.
COVID-19 has moved all formats of learning to be conducted virtually. Higher education
has a foundation of community and connectedness. Without the in-person connections made in
the classroom, the social component of higher education is more difficult to cultivate. “There is
strong empirical evidence that a sense of belonging is critical in higher education, as it has been
found to be associated with a variety of positive outcomes including academic retention and
overall health and wellbeing. Similarly, development of a social identity has also been found to
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form a buffer against the stresses of life transitions.” (Kwan, 2021, p. 3) LC programs, as they
are adapting to the impact of the pandemic, should be considering how they will continue to help
students find their authentic selves virtually. LC programs should also reconsider their structures
of communication and interaction. How are they connecting to students? How are students
connecting to the program and its leadership?
As campuses are preparing to reopen, they must consider CDC guidelines to keep
everyone safe and healthy. Although the living component of the LC program is meant to help
build relationships and create community, large gatherings were unsafe according to the CDC. In
August of 2020, a university in North Carolina decided to reopen and implemented safety
precautions based on recommendations from the CDC. Between August 3rd and August 25th
there were 670 confirmed cases on campus. (Wilson, 2020, np) Although there may have been a
desire by the students to reopen campus, it may not have been the safest option at the time. How
is the pandemic impacted the way in which students are cultivating relationships? How is the
pandemic impacted the way in which students transition into higher education? How can the
leadership within LC programs play a role in successfully translating the program to a virtual
experience?

Context
To clarify how I am connected to this study, I had the pleasure of serving as a graduate
assistant (GA) for New Student Onboarding for USD. In this position, I had the opportunity to
work closely with the LC program at USD in various capacities. I served as a co-instructor for
the 3-credit leadership course for a group of student leaders, known as Scholastic Assistants
(SAs). The LC program is housed under Student Affairs at USD. Specifically, the program is
housed under the Associate Vice President for Strategic Initiatives and Programs as well as the
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College of Arts and Sciences. The LC program has a ton of stakeholders, see Figure 1 below,
that help to operate the LC program as it currently functions:
Figure 1
Roles within the Learning Communities (LC) Program.
Co-directors (2)

Learning Communities
Coordinator (2)

Faculty Integration
Coordinators (FIC) (6)

SA/TSA Advisor (2)

SA/TSA Chair (2)

Facilitating Scholastic
Assistants (5)

Facilitating Transfer
Scholastic Assistant: (1)

Scholastic Assistants (65)

Transfer Scholastic Assistants
(17 Fall, 12 Spring)

LEAD 397 Co-Instructors
(10)

LLC Hour Committee (3)

Graduate Assistants for New
Student Onboarding (2)

Residential Assistants - 1styear areas only (30)

Commuter Assistants (6)

Community Directors,
Residential Education (4)

Within the LC program there are two sectors: the living learning communities (LLC) and the
transfer learning community (TLC). The five LLCs primarily serve first-time first-year students,
while the TLC serves transfer students. Both sectors of the program have a group of student
leaders known as scholastic assistants and transfer scholastic assistants whose role is to serve as
mentors for incoming students. In addition, you also have commuter assistants who serve the
same purpose, but for commuter students. Residential assistants serve incoming students in the
residence halls. All of these groups of student leaders work together to enhance the onboarding
experience of all incoming students to USD. There are six faculty members that serve as liaisons
between the LC program and the rest of the faculty who instructor courses for the program. The
remaining roles are filled with staff in student affairs. The staff that filled those roles represented
the following departments: Learning Communities, New Student Onboarding, Student Success
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Services, and Residential Education. All of these stakeholders serve the program in varying
capacities in order to fulfill its mission.
In October of 2020, I transitioned out of this role and into a full-time position at a Nonprofit in Cleveland, Ohio. The pandemic moved me back home to Cleveland twice and I
experienced a personal growth that led me on the path of a new journey. Although I was no
longer serving in a professional capacity, I wanted to continue to use the program as my point of
focus as it still connected to the passion I have for higher education and the support of first-year
students.
I believe that in order to build collaboration across all facets of a working system, such
as an institution for higher learning, we must prioritize a shared understanding. If one of our
priorities as an institution is to help our incoming new students create a sense of belonging on
our campus, we must then be open to working with each other in various capacities for their
benefit. My assumption is that I will not have that much interest from faculty to participate in my
project. I also am assuming that the impact of COVID-19 on all of my potential participants will
hold weight on my study as well.
My goal is to remain as authentic as possible in my approach. I will also continue to
explain why this topic is important to me. To repeat, this is a continuation of the work that had
started well before my time in student affairs, with the help of Dr. Hensley and others, and that
context is valuable for my approach. That inspiration will be my driving force to seeing
institutional change across the campus of USD.

Action Research Model
The research model I chose for my project is the Argyris and Schon Double Loop Learning
model.
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Figure 2
Argyris and Schon Double-Loop Learning Model

Note. Image from Stern, 2014)

Scholars exclaimed that “double-loop learning occurs when error is detected and
corrected in ways that involve the modification of an organization’s underlying norms, policies
and objectives” (Smith, 2001, 2013). More specifically, double loop learning is an opportunity to
take a look at the goals, values, and practices of your organization. I found this model to be a
perfect fit for the research question I was seeking to answer.
To briefly go over how the cycles from the Argyris and Schon model would be designed,
start with asking the question why. During this cycle ask what assumptions are being made and
what variables contribute to these assumptions. Following the why, move to the strategy cycle.
During this cycle, the organization would craft new goals, values, and techniques collectively.
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From there, move to results. What was the outcome of those changes and what could we do
differently? Lastly, regardless of the outcome of the results, we move to defensive reasoning in
order to attempt to restart. Defensive reasoning can be defined as a defense mechanism used to
deflect the issues externally out of the organization rather than looking internally. It is an
opportunity to truly address the challenges and successes of the organization.
One challenge I saw was having to think of creative ways to engage faculty. Another
challenge I foresee is combating the assumption that I will receive pushback from faculty
because of my age and my student status. Also, given the established power dynamic between
faculty and staff, I assume there will be tension. Recognizing the hierarchy already established
within our organization, I have to work through these assumptions to minimize my biases toward
power and privilege. How I plan to do that is by challenging myself to understand that though
faculty and full-time professional staff may hold power and privilege in a different way than I
do, it does not take away from the work that I wish to accomplish. One strength I believe will be
constant is my authenticity. I have faith that I will remain authentic throughout this process and
will put my best foot forward.

Pre-cycle Reflection
I would refer to my pre-cycle as a process full of dialogues and reflections. I wanted to
take the time to really understand the needs of the program and how I can best meet them. The
pre-cycle began with two informal interviews with two stakeholders within the LC program. I
classify them as informal because they were only meant to help me get a sense of my role in
meeting the needs of the program. I first met with the former Associate Director of Learning
Communities. During our meeting on February 13, 2020, we discussed three trends within the
program. The first trend was the need for a better translation across academic and student affairs
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within the LC program. This program requires a lot of collaboration from all faculty and staff
involved; therefore, we all have to be on the same page. The second trend is a lack of knowledge
and understanding of the values and goals of the LC program across faculty, staff, and students.
The third and final trend is a lack of respect between faculty and staff. Tensions on both sides
impact the performance of students within the program. Our conversation helped me paint a
picture of what bridges were already being built across the divisions. I also began to understand
how collaboration, as an objective, is important to the overall success of the program.
Following that conversation, I started to collect literature and read up on data and
findings related to learning communities in higher education. As I was writing my literature
review, I set up a meeting with the Director of Residential Education at USD. We met on March
11, 2020, just quite under a month after my first informal interview. Their main concern for
USD’s program was the large need for faculty to understand the co-curricular learning taking
place inside of the residence halls at USD. I connected this trend to the second trend that my first
stakeholder mentioned; a lack of shared understanding. With that in mind, I was starting to draft
out my proposal and navigate how to best approach my research.
Things changed drastically on March 18th, exactly one week after my 2nd informal
interview. A few days prior, I had made the decision to move back in with my parents back home
in Cleveland, Ohio. USD made the decision to transition to remote instruction due to the growing
dangers of COVID-19. I recall being completely terrified and just wanting to be closer to my
chosen family, especially if I were going to be stuck at home for an extended period of time. I
truthfully didn’t think my proposal would actually get completed. I was battling anxiety,
depression, and PTSD at the height of the COVID-19 breakout and am grateful to have had the
support to stay grounded and finish strong.
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A few weeks later, I had a moment to meet and gain perspective from another stakeholder
in the LC program. I met with my 3rd stakeholder, the Assistant Vice President of Strategic
Initiatives and Programs on April 23rd. During our conversation, I learned that there is already a
working definition of collaboration between academic and student affairs that she had
contributed to. Through their own methodology, a team of higher education professionals
narrowed down the following definition: “Collaboration between academic and student affairs is
the continuous process of cultivating an interdependent relationship where each stakeholder is
mutually committed to working toward the shared purpose of holistic student learning.” (Leary,
2019, n.p) Having gotten this new information as I was finalizing my proposal, I had to begin to
figure out a way to incorporate this definition into my work. By the time it came to present my 3minute thesis in May, I had an opportunity to really craft the foundations of my project and
prepare to submit my materials to the IRB.
When June of 2020 came around, I made my way back to California to be closer to USD.
This move was just in case the school got the okay that it was safe enough to re-open. In addition
to working for orientation, I spent the summer trying my best to get my materials for my research
ready. Working for orientation during the summer and also taking a 3-credit unit course, it was
sometimes difficult finding a healthy balance. Before submitting my project to go through the
IRB review process, I wanted to make sure I reached out to all stakeholders and received some
feedback from their perspective.
On August 4, I had my fourth informal interview with one of the Learning Communities
Coordinator. During this meeting, she suggested that I use a control group. The reasoning was
because if I were to have included the input from current 1st-year students, odds are that the data
wouldn’t be as rich because they would still be very new to the program. In addition, focusing on

Coloring in the Grey Area: The Fine Line between Academic and Student Affairs

15

the shared understanding of the stakeholders within the program could really home in on specific
areas of growth and needs for change. Besides that, she left me with a series of questions to
consider as I began to prepare for my journey:
1. How are we promoting the LC themes?
2. What are our values and how do our values impact the LC placement process?
3. How are faculty getting placed into their leadership role in the program? Is it
similar to the process for student leaders? Does either process uphold the value of
the program?
I left our conversation feeling very curious about the role the LC program plays in the
onboarding of new 1st-year and transfer students. I also was trying to conceptualize the impact of
COVID-19 as well. On August 10th, 2020, I wrote the following reflection from the perspective
of my role as a Graduate Assistant in New Student Onboarding:
In the last few months, I have seen how important onboarding is to the mission of USD.
Our team is expected to create a positive sense of community and belonging for our entire
incoming cohort of students. This work has provided a meaningful experience for me as a
growing professional. Not only have I seen the value in onboarding and orientation to higher
education, but I have also seen the neglect that orientation staff have from the institution. I
struggle accepting the fact that a team of four, two part-time graduate students and two full-time
staff members, are expected to do this very important work practically alone. From my
perspective, we are all experiencing burnout at a super alarming rate. The Institution needs to
place more value on the staff that is committed to enhancing the First Year Experience at USD.
The Institution also needs to place more value in its graduate assistants. (Brown, M., personal
communication, August 10, 2020)
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I was beginning to recognize a decrease in my passion for the work I was doing. And it was a
result of overworking, lack of structured boundaries and personal neglect of self-care. I also
wasn’t properly processing grief because a week prior to this reflection I lost a dear cousin of
mine to a stroke. I was not communicating with my supervisor what I’ve been trying to balance
personally and professionally because there just wasn’t any time. I recall having to cancel our
weekly 1:1 three separate times because of things constantly popping up related to orientation. I
reached my breaking point on August 17th when I was asked to verify my hours for HR via
email. I had been working overtime because of how many roles I was holding and how many
tasks I needed to complete in a very short amount of time. It was a process that I did not like at
all and it ultimately made me feel undervalued and underappreciated. Although, this did not
directly impact my research, I include this experience to really showcase that I was reflecting
throughout the entire process, even when it wasn’t directly related.
After this reflection, I truly wanted my voice to be heard. Somehow, my experiences in
the workplace were getting worse and worse. It felt as if I was constantly having to fight for a
seat at the table. One of the many roles I held while in my assistantship was being a member of
the Student Leader Preparation and Development (SLP&D) committee. During the summer of
2020, we had decided that the Student Development Workshop Series (SDWS) would focus on
becoming an anti-racist ally. This would be an opportunity to expand on what student leaders
learned throughout their summer training. Within their summer training modules, we defined
anti-racism based on Ibram Kendi’s (2020) book, How to Be an Anti-Racist. Based on the
movement toward racial justice that was occurring all across the nation, we wanted to engage our
student leaders in meaningful dialogues. For SDWS, we couldn’t figure out a good direction to
continue the conversation on anti-racism. I tried to help our team find a direction, but my
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contributions were being overlooked. My idea was to have them read an article by a Black
scholar critiquing Kendi’s work. I shared that it’s important for our student leaders to engage
with these critiques and create a well-rounded understanding of anti-racist theory. I received
pushback from the team for various reasons. I understood that everyone was feeling burnt out,
unprepared, and scared of the uncertainty.
I extended as much grace as I could to truly feel like a holistic member of the team but
overlooking a really great idea from me left me feeling really unheard and undervalued. After a
meeting on September 11th, it was made clear that if I didn’t speak up, we’d be stuck in the same
spot forever. I decided to follow up via email to express my concerns and also help provide some
direction. My main purpose was to explain the direction I saw, why I thought it was best for what
we were trying to accomplish, and why I sensed hesitation from the team to execute this route. In
the email, I wrote:
The learning that I see stemming from this is an opportunity to understand how Kendi's
work could be interpreted from a different perspective. We should be promoting to them that
during the learning process, receiving and reviewing various perspectives further enhances
personal understanding. And I personally see using this article specifically as a tool to continue
the dialogue toward dismantling anti-Blackness at USD would be beneficial.
At the end of the article, the author writes, "James Baldwin speaks for us and to us, now
and into the future, when he wrote in the book No Name in the Street: ‘The necessity for a form
of socialism is based on the observation that the world’s present economic arrangements doom
most of the world to misery; that the way of life dictated by these arrangements is both sterile
and immoral; and finally, that there is no hope for peace in the world so long as these
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arrangements obtain.’ This is the direction of antiracism. Ibram Kendi and the ruling elite he
serves can only lead to disaster and defeat." (Monteiro, 2020, n.p)
When we take a look at the current state of Higher Education, its foundations are
crumbling because of its reliance on capitalism and exploitation. We're all overworked and
exhausted on multiple fronts. This is a direct critique of us as an institution within a system that
perpetuates anti-Blackness daily. We have to be able to hold the fact that we are the problem, the
same message we're trying to send to our students. (Brown, M., personal communication,
September 11, 2020)
The result of this action proved to be beneficial. I got the okay to move forward with my idea
and I created a reading guide for students to use while reading the article. It contained
definitions, resources, and other valuable tools for their learning. Overall, the student leaders
were very receptive of this step in their development process. This was the first moment in my
paraprofessional career that I truly trusted in my abilities and advocated for my place in the work
environment. After this moment, I began looking for jobs in Cleveland that paid more and would
value all of my contributions to the overall team. I knew that my time as a paraprofessional at
USD was coming to an end. I was ready to begin to serve in a full-time role.
On September 25th, 2020, I interviewed for a Diversity Consultant position at the
Diversity Center of Northeast Ohio. I applied to this role based on my experience with SLP&D
in crafting SDWS for Fall 2020. Not even two hours after my interview, they called me back and
offered me the job! I was super excited but couldn’t accept right away until I spoke with my
supervisor, who knew I was applying for other positions. The result ended up being that my last
day of work would be October 30th and I would work less than 10 hours a week. I also had to
give up my scholarship because I would no longer be considered a member of the Student
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Affairs and SOLES Collaborative (SASC). I had a full-time job with a salary and benefits. I
knew that this was a great opportunity for me, especially knowing that I would be in Cleveland
for at least the next 3 years.
The month of October was a roller coaster ride. I started my new position on October 5th
and it was truly difficult trying to balance two jobs and classes all at once. But what made
October truly exhilarating was my IRB approval on October 27th! I had been going back and
forth with my reviewers and making countless edits since the end of August. So, I was extremely
happy I could finally begin my research. I sent an email out to all of the LC program
stakeholders to introduce myself and inform them of my upcoming project. But shortly after, I
learned that I have a tough time receiving critical feedback from others about my work.
On November 11th, 2020, I met with my academic advisor and the Associate Vice
President for Strategic Initiatives and Programs. They wanted to nudge me into considering
changing my competencies for my research. To put it plainly, they didn’t want me taking too
much time creating new competencies when some already exist. Although I didn’t want to
understand their feedback at the time, once the semester was over and I had fully transitioned out
of my former role and into my new one, I was ready.
I took time to reimagine my research and reviewed resources shared with me from many
stakeholders. In January, I redefined my competencies, rewrote my surveys and interview
questions, and reimagined the focus group. I submitted modifications to the IRB and once it was
approved, I officially started collecting data for my research on February 5th, 2021.

Cycle 1: Assumptions, Values, Beliefs
All of my reflections during my pre-cycle helped me to cultivate the framework for my
research and the first step I wanted to take is administer a survey. This survey would be a
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measurement used to determine shared perspectives of the LC program and areas of growth. I
generated two surveys, one specific to Faculty and Staff and the other for Student Leaders. There
were specific questions I wanted to ask Student Leaders compared to that of Faculty and Staff.
The main difference in their surveys were the qualitative questions. I reached out to 28 LC
program stakeholders who hold a leadership position in one or more of the following roles:
Figure 3
Roles within the Learning Communities (LC) Program
Program co-directors (2)
Program coordinator (2)
SA/TSA Advisor (2)
LEAD 396 Co-Instructor (10)
Graduate Assistant (2)
Facilitating Scholastic Assistant (5)
Facilitating Transfer Scholastic
Assistant (1)
Community Directors, Residential
Education (1st year specific areas) (4)
Scholastic Chair (1)
Transfer Scholastic Chair (1)
Faculty Integration Coordinators (6)
LLC Hour Committee Member (3)
Note. These roles were sent an invite to participate in my study

These leadership roles were the primary audience for my research as they play a role in the
operation and success of the LC program at USD. Narrowing down my focus allowed for me to
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really craft the survey questions to measure very specific experiences within the program. I
wanted to understand what positives experiences folx were having. I also was seeking to explore
how the stakeholders are cultivating relationships of collaboration.

Assumptions (Quantitative Data)
With that in mind, of the 28 stakeholders reached out to, eight of them consented to
participating in the survey. That is a 22% response rate. Of the eight who opted into
participating, one identified as a faculty member, one identified as a student leader, and six
identified as staff members. Of the faculty and staff that responded, the average number of years
working for USD was roughly two and a half. The student leader that participated is in their
fourth year and is anticipating graduating in May of 2021. Within the survey, there was only one
additional quantitative question. That question prompted participants to rank statements based on
a Likert scale. Below is each statement and the results from all eight participants (see Figures 4-8
below):
Figures 4,5, 6, 7 and 8
Quantitative Data
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From this data, I began to question what disconnects were there for those surveyed and what
strategies could we explore to increase shared understanding? My initial assumption was that
because of the varying leadership positions the participants hold, it ultimately impacts how they
see their role in connection to the overall LC program and its collaborative components. In order
to draw any conclusions, I needed to take this data and use the interview to get more details on
why individuals responded this way. That data will be explored during the discussion of Cycle 2.

Values and Beliefs (Qualitative Data)
The survey also featured a variety of qualitative questions that were designed to invoke
reflection. In order to break down this component of the survey, I will share highlights from
specific responses from both the faculty/staff and student leader survey separately.
Beginning with Faculty and Staff, the first question asked participants to share some of
their highlights of being a leader/stakeholder for the LC program. For a lot of participants, a huge
highlight for them has been collaborating with the different stakeholders. No matter the role of
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the stakeholder, collaboration is something that everyone seemed to truly value as a result of
their participation. My initial thoughts were that everyone would then have no disagreement in
the quantitative data, but that had proven to be false. This led me to want to understand more
about their highlights of the program and why it's so closely tied to the program’s objective of
collaboration.
The next qualitative question prompted participants to describe what the objective of
collaboration means to them. One of the observations I made about the responses was that they
were all saying the same thing, just in a different way. So, the intent is there but the language just
needs to be adjusted. The same could be said about their responses to the next question asking
them to describe what integration means to them. Knowing that first-year and transfer students
are required to complete an integration project, I was hoping to get a sense of how the
stakeholders were incorporating that objective into their overall work. But I got more of a
definition than exploration of what integration looks like for the LC program. I think that is a
direct result of how the question was constructed. There should have been an additional question
asking about the project specifically. Since there wasn’t, that data wasn’t collected.
Knowing that I would be interested in exploring the competency of student thriving, one of my
stakeholders shared a variety of resources related to thriving on college campuses. Though I did
not provide a definition or resource for how I would be defining student thriving, I wanted to
gain a sense of what perceptions surrounding thriving already existed. Of the responses, only one
fit of all criteria mapped in the definition I’d be using. That response was that “the LC program
promotes student thriving by promoting student success. By integrating the academic, residential,
& social experiences one campus it promotes a holistic experience for new students.” Given the
stakeholder’s position in the program, it makes sense that they would be able to articulate student
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thriving without prior context. For the other stakeholders who responded, it was clear they knew
about thriving from their specific contexts, whether it be from academic or student affairs, but
the goal is to see thriving in all realms of the student experience.
Participants were also asked to describe how COVID-19 had impacted their relationship
with the program. One assumption I had is that COVID-19 had changed the way the program
operates, and I wanted to get a sense of how faculty and staff were understanding that change.
Most responses revolved around how programming was conducted considering the adaption of
all programming to a virtual format. Some responses included how the residential component of
the program was taken away/adapted as a result of COVID-19. For some of the stakeholders,
they really miss being able to interact with student leaders in person and the community that
came along the way. COVID-19 has played a huge role in adapting the operations of the LC
program and it also has had a significant impact on my research as well.
The last question I asked to collect concrete data was getting an idea of what areas of
growth stakeholders saw for the LC program. To measure that, I asked participants to share any
changes they would like to see. One participant shared they’d like to see clearly stated objectives
for programming and strive for consistency. Another asked for more opportunities for
collaboration and feedback. One stakeholder also mentioned moving away from major-specific
courses. All of the areas of growth the stakeholders named were things that could be addressed
further during the focus group portion of the research.
Tying in the data collected from the student leader. They were asked to share some
highlights of being a student leader for the LC program. For them, their main highlight is “being
able to connect with incoming students, building connections with faculty, and meeting new
people with common interests.” They define collaboration as “listening to those around you and
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being open to new ideas.” As far as student thriving is concerned, they say that “the LC program
plays a role in student thriving as it connects new students with points of contact and helpful
resources. Check-in meetings also ensure that the student is thriving.” The assumptions I make
from this data is this: 1. This student leader is very passionate about their work and their role
within the LC program, and 2. They know a great deal about the LC program and its goals and
programmatic objectives. I took all of this data and used it to inform how I would approach the
interview cycle in order to prepare for the goals, strategies, and techniques portion of my
research.

Cycle 1 Conclusion
While reflecting on my first cycle. I had come to realize I needed more information. For
the quantitative data, I wanted to understand why folx didn’t strongly agree to be willing to work
closely with either faculty, staff, or student leaders. What dynamics are present and how can this
research bring light to the experiences of stakeholders for the LC program? How relevant are the
areas of growth that stakeholders mentioned to the LC program as it currently stands and how
can we work together to address them and their impact? How are we onboarding new members
of leadership within the LC program and how does that inform our operation? How are these
leaders within their different roles articulating the goals and objectives of our program? These
questions guided me as I prepared to launch my interviews with the stakeholders that designated,
they’d like to move forward with one.

Cycle 2: Goals, Strategies, Techniques
During this cycle, my intent was to gain more context from the stakeholders about their
relationship with the LC program, flesh out their personal understanding of collaboration, define
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student thriving, and see if there are any other areas of growth they see for the program. I
planned to achieve that by conducting individual interviews. I strategically selected questions for
each individual stakeholder based on their responses to the survey. This was in an effort to gain
more context surrounding their experiences. The interviews were also differing based on my
perception of their levels of understanding theory. Since I would be using development theory as
the foundations for my definition of student thriving, I wanted to make sure the insights I
received were grounded in theory to practice frameworks. That being said, the student leader
would not receive or interact with the definition of student thriving until the next cycle. Based on
the data collected through interviewing. I have had the following reflections related to goals,
strategies, and techniques.

Goals
Going into this cycle, I had compiled all of the assumptions from the data of the survey
and had an idea of the experiences of certain stakeholders. The next step was to evaluate a
concrete understanding of the program’s goal and mission through dialogue and reflection. In
order to prompt reflection from my participants, I asked them to expand on certain questions
from the survey. And once they’ve reflected a decent amount, I would then give them the
definition of student thriving and ask them how they see the LC program meeting this criterion.
The objective was to have them begin to see why collaboration and integration are key to the
program's success.
To achieve this objective, I presented them with the definition of student thriving that
best captures the goal of the LC program. That definition is as follows:
“Grounded in the field of positive psychology (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), research on
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college student thriving seeks to identify and measure the extent that students are succeeding
academically, emotionally, and socially (Schreiner, 2010; 2016). Thriving expands on positive
psychology measures of well-being and flourishing (Diener et al., 2016; Ryff, 1989; Ryff &
Keyes, 1995) to be encompassing of the academic challenges and successes unique to college
students. Thriving is positioned as the psychological framework (Bean & Eaton, 2000) through
which students experience college and pursue pathways to persistence and success.” (Vetter,
2019, pp 40)
Based on the literature review, we know that universities must seek to meet all of the needs of
their students. As they began to think about the students of USD in their first year, I was hoping
they would begin to ask themselves the following question: how is the LC program positively
impacting a student’s experience at USD?

Strategies
With that in mind, I began each interview by asking them to expand on the highlights
they have while serving for the program. Again, the strategy here was to begin the reflection
process without clearly stating that they are engaging in a reflection exercise. I purposefully
neglected to mention that they would be reflecting as I was hoping reflection would happen
naturally. Ultimately, I was correct. Some of the highlights mentioned were student leader
development, cross-departmental collaboration, cross-divisional collaboration, as well as
building and maintaining connections with faculty.
Noting that there seemed to be such positive relationships with the LC program, I found
myself curious about the shared understanding of the program from the stakeholder’s
perspective. For those who answered somewhat agree and below on working closely with faculty
staff and student leaders, I asked for them to expand on those responses a little bit. One
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stakeholder had this to say: “I kind of just started, you know, as a trainee. And so, I really didn't
get a good grasp of what the LLC program is or the role of an SA. So, I really wasn't oriented to
it in general. I kind of jumped on board as things were already starting.” This stakeholder joined
the LC team during a transition period due to the impact of COVID-19. Questions raised around
onboarding of not only staff and faculty, but also student leaders. What information were they
receiving prior to the start of their role of the program and is that information comprehensive?
Given that this stakeholder has been in their role for a significant amount of time before
interviewing, it was slightly concerning that they didn’t understand key components of the LC
program.
Knowing that I was examining the impact of COVID-19, most stakeholders were asked
to discuss how the pandemic has affected their relationship with the LC program. One of the
major changes to the program due to the pandemic has been the separation from the residential
experience of a first-year student’s experience. One stakeholder shared that “when we were
working in person, I knew I would get to see the impact I was having on them directly, it felt
more rewarding” When asked the same question, another participant shared that “knowing that
you have your own personal capacity, and you can't fulfill that job role or job description to the
best of its ability unless you are taking care of yourself and acknowledging that capacity.” The
assumption I made was that this transition has taken a toll on the stakeholders of the program.
The next task on my list was to get them to reflect on student thriving as it shows up in the
program.

Techniques
To review, the strategy was to prompt reflection by asking them to expand on questions
from the survey. This was employed in order to home in on how student thriving, as I was
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defining it, showed up within the program holistically. When asked to expand on their
understanding of student thriving within the LC program, one stakeholder shared this: “we
integrate the academic experience, the residential experience, and the social experience of
students so that they have a holistic perspective, because we recognize that they can't just be
successful in one area, they really have to be successful in all of our areas to thrive, and be
successful college students.” Given the role and connection to the program that this particular
stakeholder has, it makes sense that they would have a direct understanding of the importance of
student thriving within the program. This individual has served the program for the last six years.
That amount of experience is how they could fully grasp theory regarding student thriving.
For other stakeholders, however, they would only focus on one area of thriving. Whether
it be the academic, residential, or social components of the program, those stakeholders would
only mention one rather than all three. They understood their role in the success of first year and
transfer students as they cultivate a sense of community on campus, but only mention certain
sectors and not all. This left me asking the following questions: what is contributing to a lack of
shared understanding amongst stakeholders? How is personal and professional bias playing a
role in how folx show up within the LC program?
I must mention that I had a strong recognition of an affinity bias I had entering into the
interview with the student leader participant. Having had worked with them prior to my
departure from the program, I was really excited to listen to their experiences. My main
takeaway from our conversation were them feeling overworked and wanting to explore
opportunities to establish boundaries. They shared
“I think a lot of times I'll hear people I'm working with in the office say, ‘we can't work outside
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the nine to five window’, but then I get a lot of emails at seven, sometimes nine o'clock. I feel the
pressure to have to communicate back because I'm up studying and always check my email. So, I
kind of feel like a little bit of the pressure of having to respond to those emails and I know that's
probably not intended, but I just wish there was a little bit more of a boundary setting there.”
If one student leader feels at capacity with their current role and finding a balance with school, it
makes sense why they chose not to participate in this study. Thinking about other reflections
shared from other stakeholders, this experience seems to be shared. As I prepare for my final
cycle, I am finding myself curious around boundary setting for the LC program and if those
boundaries have been made clear to all stakeholders. A question I asked myself was how could
these boundaries assist in the retention of all stakeholders?

Cycle 2 Conclusion
I would claim that the interview portion of my research was quite successful as it gave
me great insight into the actual experience of the stakeholders of the LC program. I also really
appreciated getting a chance to understand personal perspectives based on the specific roles they
held. My initial assumption was that the stakeholders value their work holistically. There are just
a few of them that are looking for more ways to stay connected and passionate about their work.
It was also made clear that the onboarding into certain roles needs to be fleshed out a little more.

Cycle 3: Results and Consequences
The last and final cycle consisted of a focus group of the stakeholders that opted in to
participate. For this cycle, I had a total of 5 participants. Now that I have collected all of the data
from the surveys and interviews, I wanted to get stakeholders together to discuss my findings and
my ideas for best practices. My hope was to get participants to engage by asking clarifying
questions, adding anecdotes or expansion to certain data points, and to just engage in thoughtful
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and reflective conversations. I created a handout that listed all of the qualitative and quantitative
data from the surveys and interviews that best captured the original findings I’ve gathered. You
can find this handout in Appendix D at the conclusion of the paper.

Results
The purpose of this was to give participants the opportunity to see the data and reflect
prior to the focus group. I included quotes from participant interviews so they could begin to see
what experiences were taking place. The biggest observation I wanted them to make was that
there was only one student leader who opted into participating and only one representative from
the TLC. In addition, there was only one faculty study participant, but they serve a prominent
role in the program. One of the immediate assumptions I made was that COVID-19 has impacted
the capacity of leadership within the program, regardless of their role. Speaking from my own
experience, I remember feeling as if the work I did served no purpose. I felt like a pawn doing
the king’s bidding.
I developed a PowerPoint presentation to serve as a visual aid for our meeting. I began by
sharing how I was connected to the research and my motivations for choosing the LC program as
my point of focus. Then, I expanded on the purpose of my research by sharing my abstract.
Following that, I began to share my initial reflections of the LC program with the first being that
there are too many moving parts to understand. I shared the pros and cons of having so many
roles and my perception of the impact it was having on folx who take up those leadership roles.
That perception was that it can seem as if the program is only transactional instead of relational.
We should be cultivating relationships amongst our stakeholders as well as our students. I also
wanted to emphasize that collaboration should be considered within the relational objective of
the LC program. After sharing my initial thoughts, we took a deeper dive into the data. I went
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through and broke each section down and shared the assumptions I made based on them. Once
the data was broken down, I briefly shared questions that came up throughout the duration of my
process that helped to inform the foundations of my research. The last portion I shared was my
preliminary recommendations for best next steps.
Based on the findings from the surveys and interviews, I presented the following
preliminary recommendations. The first recommendation was to create a centralized onboarding
document for all leadership roles to have a better understanding of each role. Included in the
document should be an organizational structure as well as the purpose, mission, and objectives of
the program. The second recommendation was to establish concrete organizational boundaries to
ensure all stakeholders are not only taking care of themselves but also remaining passionate
about their role. Those boundaries are up to the program stakeholders to determine, whether it
revolves around time, capacity, and so on. My last recommendation was to figure out a way to
incentivize faculty and staff to remain motivated. I explained that I narrowed it down to these
three recommendations because of the observations I’ve made throughout my personal
experience, as well as through the findings from the data collected. My assumption was that new
leadership needed some record of what the program is and how it works. Also, due to the low
turnout of faculty participation in my research, I was hoping we could use the time to brainstorm
ways to incentivize faculty and staff collectively to remain motivated about the work.
Following sharing my recommendations and reflections, I opened the space for any other
recommendations they may have or any additional feedback. There were three things shared in
the space. The first, is that the program already has the first two recommendations in place.
Specifically, this stakeholder shared that:
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“We have centralized onboarding documents that folx get when they get onboarded, which has
our mission and goals that explains roles and purpose. We have our org chart that explains the
organizational flow. I also feel clear on boundaries. Although we don't really have ways to
incentivize faculty or staff to remain involved, their process is one we don’t necessarily have
control over. So, I'm just curious, at least for the first two, what is preventing us from them (the
onboarding document and boundaries) being more successful?”
Immediately following, another participant added that a tour of the google drive through video to
help locate where documents and other necessary foundations for the program are. They also
suggested regularly updating web pages with accurate programmatic information. While these
two were sharing, there was a suggestion in the chat that mentioned creating team building
opportunities for the faculty and staff involved to get to know each other as well as doing some
goal and /or space setting. I appreciated their recommendations and reflections as our time came
to a close.
Before letting them go, I shared with them the following reflection:
“Well, thank you all so much. Now that I no longer serve an official role within the program, I
miss working for it so much. I think that, again, I am very proud of the work that is done. I think
that the program does a very good job of creating a well-rounded student and helping them
understand the collegiate process and how it translates to the overall experience at USD. I think
that the collaboration specifically within the division of student affairs is phenomenal. But that's
like typical student affairs collaboration practices. I really vibe with the idea of figuring out a
way to get faculty and staff in a space to get to know one another and really understand how
they're working well together. And not just the staff that interacts with faculty on a regular basis.

Coloring in the Grey Area: The Fine Line between Academic and Student Affairs

34

I'm specifically thinking of the CO instructors or the LLC Hour committee folx and other
positions and roles within the leadership of the program.”
Ultimately, I was feeling confident leaving the space with a little bit more data to help make
sense of areas of growth for the LC program and all of its stakeholders.

Consequences
Although I felt confident after hosting the focus group, that confidence didn’t last long as
I began to realize that my execution may not have been truly successful. One of the hopes I had
was to have an ongoing dialogue with the stakeholders throughout the entire presentation.
Instead, I spoke for 45 minutes explaining my purpose and disaggregating the data. In reflection,
I wish I would have placed discussion questions throughout the presentation rather than
expecting them to ask questions along the way. I also forgot to ask the most important question,
was this process helpful for the program at all. The purpose of incorporating that question was to
help me evaluate the effectiveness of my process and I completely forgot about it. As a result,
discussion around my effectiveness was not included in the results.
One of the pieces of feedback that I received from one stakeholder was that I should take
into consideration the other roles that were not represented in the original data and how their
experience might be similar and/or different. Being that I did not have a representative from each
leadership role, this is something that I did not consider prior. I began to question how that
would change the results and if my recommendations would still be appropriate. I also began to
reflect on my execution as a facilitator and how I may not have made certain claims clear to the
audience. For example, when discussing the recommendations, I was making I should have made
it clear that these recommendations were specifically for the newest additions to the program, the
LLC Hour Committee and Co-Instructors. Thinking about the onboarding document, not only
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will those stakeholders have more of an understanding of their role, but they would also
understand the purpose and objectives of the program as well. As far as organizational
boundaries, that was in direct response to the student leader experience shared in the previous
cycle. It was clear that there needs to be a formal conversation around boundaries and what they
look like for each individual role. Lastly, the recommendation around incentivizing faculty and
staff was pulled from the literature review. Unfortunately, I do not believe that was made clear to
the stakeholders during the focus group. I believe this because I hadn’t fully processed all of the
data until I began writing the cycles for this paper. I was still reflecting on everything and hadn’t
fully conceptualized what the data meant to me or my project just yet. I regret not including a
follow-up survey to get a sense of how stakeholders experienced the focus group. In this survey I
could have asked about the effectiveness of this process and gain insight into how this all went.
A consequence of this is that all of my findings will be based on my perception and may not hold
value to the current function of the LC program.

Cycle 3 Conclusion
My biggest takeaway, having reached the end of this process, has been understanding the
impact of Covid-19. The pandemic has deteriorated passion and motivation in many facets of the
program. Although participation may have been low, I hope that the program will use this
process at some point again to collect similar data and begin assessing the effectiveness of the
objectives and competencies laid out within the program. Again, I only regret not being clear in
my explanation of my recommendations and not creating a follow-up survey to gain their final
insights and reflections as we closed.

Limitations
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The biggest limitation of my research has been Covid-19. Not only did the pandemic
bring me back home, but it also drastically impacted my passion for higher education student
affairs. In addition to the depletion of my passion, I also believe that the pandemic limited the
amount of participation I had for my study. Assuming that folx are exhausted from having to
balance school, work, and social life in the midst of a pandemic, I can imagine that getting an
email to evaluate the LC program is the least of their concerns. As a result of this, I didn’t get a
chance to understand the holistic faculty experience in the program. I also did not get input from
the Transfer or Commuter side of the program. I realize that I did not originally structure my
research to include those sectors, which speaks to my bias surrounding the live-on collegiate
experience.
I also believe that if I would have taken just a tad more time to flesh out the focus group
that I would have gotten substantial data to help inform my final findings. Because I did not
include discussion questions throughout the focus group and talked to them for 45 minutes, that
ultimately defeated the purpose. The last limitation I would include would be not constantly
engaging with stakeholders of the program once I left my graduate assistantship role. There was
a huge disconnect between what I knew about the program and its current functions after my
departure. If I would have set up bi-weekly meetings with the leadership of the LC program to
remain in contact and conversation, I believe that my recommendations would have made more
sense.
My last limitation was not incorporating the definition of collaboration shared with me by
one of my stakeholders. I feel that the insertion of that definition could have positively impacted
the results. If stakeholders would have gotten a better sense of how the program viewed
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collaboration, it would have allowed them to better assess the objective through their lens. Since
this reflection didn’t take place, I was the only participant who interacted with it.

Major Findings
As I reflect on all of my findings and all of the conversations I’ve had over the past year,
I have concluded that my preliminary recommendations should still be incorporated into the LC
program. The first of my major findings was a strong need to better translate the onboarding
experience into the LC program. I thought back to my onboarding experience into my former
role as a graduate assistant and how unclear a ton of my responsibilities were to me. For
example, when I learned about the leadership course, I was under the impression that I was
taking the course. I had no idea I was a co-instructor until I stepped foot onto campus. There was
a disconnect with the information I received and how I understood the information. Being that
stakeholders shared similar experiences; the recommendation of a centralized onboarding
document would be helpful.
The next major finding was the strong desire of making the experience more relational
rather than transactional. There is a want to build community across the program instead of
solely focusing on the tasks at hand. I have no doubt that making the experience more relational
will make the onboarding more impactful. Thinking back to my first Faculty Integration
Coordinator’s meeting, I had no idea what was going on, what the purpose of the meeting was,
what my role in the meeting was, and left the space with so many questions. I really appreciated
the recommendation of team building as I thought about my aspirations before starting my role. I
imagined having regular conversations with faculty about their research and the courses they
were instructing. Instead, I only saw them once a month and the meetings were always about
business, which left no time for relationship building. I admit that personal vision stemmed from
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previous experiences I’ve had in higher education. At my undergraduate institution, there was
constant communication between faculty and staff. Whether it was for programming or just
casual conversation, it was truly an integrated relationship. At least that was the perception I had.
Coming to USD and seeing little to no faculty and staff interaction was jarring. I had truly hoped
to have had a formal opportunity to meet and interact with faculty regularly.
Maybe this could also be a way to incentivize faculty and staff as well. There is definitely
a desire from the staff in the program to form relationships with faculty. These team building or
social activities would not only establish relationships, but they would also strengthen the bridge
between academic and student affairs. Speaking for myself, I only enjoyed going to meetings
with colleagues I knew on a personal level. That’s what made any staff meeting I was a part of
enjoyable. It was because we dedicated time to build those relationships, and there should be
time sculpted out to build those relationships with faculty as well. In order to truly integrate,
there needs to be a willingness from both sides. If there is a perception that faculty don’t want to
build those relationships with staff, ask them directly about why that may be. Everyone must be
willing to engage in uncomfortable conversations in order to set the foundation of the program.
Something I noticed about the culture at USD is that there is a slight avoidance of conflict. Not
only that, but also a strong resistance to change. What are the constituents of USD trying to
preserve or maintain if it isn’t cultivating authentic relationships with one another?

Final Reflection
Throughout this entire process I have had the gracious opportunity to gain an innate
understanding of who I want to be as a professional in higher education. While in undergrad, I
got a taste of what a career in this field could be through various student leadership roles and
involvement. In graduate school, I wanted to explore the academic side of higher education more
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authentically but wasn’t given the chance. One of the reflections I am walking away with is that
a role in academia is no longer the best next step for my career path. I am very passionate about
higher education, identity development, and aspects of thriving. However, the elitist and siloed
nature of higher education has pushed me away. Considering my experience during the
pandemic, I think that it is in my best interest to explore other career paths before committing to
the field of higher education. I recall during one of the last meetings I had with my former GA
supervisor mentioning the thought of exploring paths related to entertainment instead. I have
always loved music, singing, dancing, etc. As I was completing his project, I was keeping in my
mind my overall passion and commitment to myself and the things that I love.
Although I may not want a career in higher education right now, that does not mean I will
not want to re-enter the field in the future. I plan on staying connected to higher education
through NASPA and ACPA in order to maintain my network of peers. I also plan to remain
engaged with development theory and methods of student activism as an alumnus who will
advocate for holistic institutional change for the benefit of underrepresented students. Re-reading
this paper as I prepared for my final reflection, I was reminded of my brilliance and how much
imposter syndrome has shown up in my reality. During my time at USD, both as a student and
research conductor, has allowed me to develop personally and professionally. I have also been
able to create authentic relationships with constituents all across the campus. A few years from
now, I am hoping to reach back out to see how the program has grown since my graduation and
departure from USD. I will always remain connected to places that have assisted me in becoming
the confident and successful professional I always knew I could be.
The work that I have done for and with the LC program at USD was an opportunity to
interact with the mission, vision and purpose of the program. The objective was to gauge the
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commitment to competencies of integration, collaboration, and student thriving. What we have
found is that the LC program at USD is full of administrators who are dedicated to cultivating a
smooth transition into higher education. Although there are still some kinks in the system, the
output is successful.

Gratitude.

Coloring in the Grey Area: The Fine Line between Academic and Student Affairs

41

References
Arensdorf, J. , & Naylor-Tincknell J. (2016). Beyond the traditional retention data: A qualitative study
of the social benefits of living learning communities. Washington Center.
https://washingtoncenter.evergreen.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1114&context=lcrpjournal
Furco, A., & Moely, B. (2012). Using learning communities to build faculty support for pedagogical
innovation: A multi-campus study. The Journal of Higher Education.
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/464996/pdf

Grills, C. N., Fingerhut, A. W., Thadani, V., & Machon, R. A. (2012). Residential learning communities
centered within a discipline: The psychology early awareness program. John Wiley & Sons,
Inc. https://drive.google.com/file/d/1GjJa5REHNsQaVr1LCrUYuzC7f3YWrWw6/view

Kurotcuchi, K. K. (2018). Living-learning communities that work: A research-based model for
design, delivery, and assessment [eBook edition]. Stylus Publishing, LLC.

Kwan, M. Y. W., Brown, D., MacKillop, J., Beaudette, S., Van Koughnett, S., & Munn, C. (2021).
Evaluating the impact of Archway: a personalized program for 1st year student success and
mental health and wellbeing. BMC Public Health, 21(1), 1–7.
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-020-10057-0#citeas
Leary, M., Sopper, J., Muller, T., Gebauer, R., Kramer, S., & Wade, M.E. (2019). Collaboration
Between Academic and Student Affairs Professional in Residential Learning Communities.
[Unpublished Manuscript]

Coloring in the Grey Area: The Fine Line between Academic and Student Affairs

42

McNair, T.B., Albertine, S., Cooper, M.A., McDonald, Nicole, & Major Jr., T. (2016). Becoming a
student-ready college: a new culture of leadership for student success. Association of American
Colleges and Universities.
Monteiro, A. (2020). The Invention of Ibram X Kendi and the Ideological Crisis of Our Time. Black
Agenda Report. https://blackagendareport.com/invention-ibram-x-kendi-and-ideological-crisesourtime?fbclid=IwAR3VFKbCWztr5TWCBmqxiOdxSbakKYfH8kP1PfpTZNoc7PJX34yBF38oNp
c
Smith, M. K. (2001, 2013). Chris Argyris: theories of action, double-loop learning and organizational
learning. The encyclopedia of pedagogy and informal education. [https://infed.org/mobi/chrisargyris-theories-of-action-double-loop-learning-and-organizational-learning/]
Spanierman, L. B., Soble, J. R., Mayfield, J. B., Neville, H. A., Aber, M., Khuri, L., & De La Rosa, B.
(2013). Living Learning Communities and Students’ Sense of Community and Belonging. Journal
of Student Affairs Research and Practice, 50(3), 308–325. https://doi.org/10.1515/jsarp-20130022

Stern, A. Townsend, F. Rauch & A. Schuster (2014). Action Research, Innovation and Change:
International perspectives across disciplines. London, UK: Routledge.

Supiano, B. (2020). The Unsettled Semester. Chronicle of Higher Education, 67(8), 1–8.

Coloring in the Grey Area: The Fine Line between Academic and Student Affairs

43

van Santen, N. (2018). From isolation to intimacy: The spiritual development of students in a livinglearning community (Order No. 10838483). [Doctoral Dissertation, Saint Mary’s College of
California]. Proquest.

Wilson, E., Donovan, C. V., Campbell, M., Chai, T., Pittman, K., Seña, A. C., Pettifor, A., Weber, D. J.,
Mallick, A., Cope, A., Porterfield, D. S., Pettigrew, E., & Moore, Z. (2020). Multiple COVID-19
Clusters on a University Campus - North Carolina, August 2020. MMWR: Morbidity &
Mortality Weekly Report, 69(39), 1416–1418.
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/69/wr/mm6939e3.htm?s_cid=mm6939e3_w

Coloring in the Grey Area: The Fine Line between Academic and Student Affairs

44

Appendix A: Survey Questions
1. What have been some highlights of being a student leader for the LC program?
2. On a Likert scale of Strongly Agree to Strongly Disagree, how would you rate the following
statements:
a. I understand the mission of the LC program
b. I understand the values and purpose of the LC program
c. I am willing to work with faculty in any capacity in order to meet the goals of the
program
d. I am willing to work with staff in any capacity in order to meet the goals of the program
e. I am willing to work with student leaders in any capacity in order to meet the goals of the
program
3. In your own words, Describe what the objective of “collaboration” means to you
4. In your own words, Describe what the objective of “integration” means to you
5. One of the concepts that I am hoping to expand on is student thriving. Where do you see the LC
program playing a role in student thriving as you define it?
6. If you are willing to share, how has COVID-19 impacted your relationship with the program?
7. What changes, if any, would you make to the LC program?

Appendix B: Interview Questions
1. In the survey, you were asked what some highlights of the LLC program were. Do you
mind sharing a little bit more about your experience with the program?
2. How has your experience been working with faculty, staff and student leaders within the
program? What have been some successes and challenges?
3. You defined collaboration as (insert answer from survey). Could you expand on that a
little bit more?
4. A group of theorists define student thriving as follows: Grounded in the field of positive
psychology (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), research on college student thriving
seeks to identify and measure the extent that students are succeeding academically,
emotionally, and socially (Schreiner, 2010; 2016). Thriving expands on positive
psychology measures of well-being and flourishing (Diener et al., 2016; Ryff, 1989; Ryff
& Keyes, 1995) to be encompassing of the academic challenges and successes unique to
college students. Thriving is positioned as the psychological framework (Bean & Eaton,
2000) through which students experience college and pursue pathways to persistence and
success. How do you see the concept of student thriving applied to the LLC
program?
5. In your opinion, where does our LLC program need improvement?
6. How has the impact of COVID-19 influenced your current perception of the program?
7. Additionally questions for student leaders:
a. Which LC were you a part of prior to taking a leadership role?
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b. How has your experience been being both a student participant and a student
leader for the LC program?
c. What in your collegiate experience contributed to your understanding of
integration as it is defined by the LC program?

Appendix C: Recruitment Email
My name is Mannie Brown (They/Them/Theirs) and I currently serve as a graduate student
through the School of Leadership and Education Sciences (SOLES). One of the requirements
to complete our program is to conduct an Action Research project. During my time here at the
University of San Diego (USD), I have had the pleasure of working closely with the Living
Learning Communities program. Based on this connection, I have built a passion for the work
of the learning communities and want to use my action research project as an opportunity to
enhance the program’s goals, mission and vision.
I would like to extend an invitation and ask for your participation in my action research study
of the LLC program. The reason I am reaching out to you is because of your role and
relationship to the program. Participation in this study will require a few commitments from
you. To begin, I will send you a quick survey about the learning communities program. The
survey shouldn’t take more than 20-25 minutes to complete and it will be due by February
19th. The objective of the survey is to gauge your experience with the program, as well gain a
sense of your understanding of the program’s mission and vision. At the end of the survey,
you will be asked if you are open to having a follow up interview. The interview should be no
more than 30 minutes. If yes, I will follow up with a poll to schedule a time to meet.
The last portion of my research will consist of a focus group to further assess the program’s
mission and vision and create something new to fit the program’s current needs. For this portion,
a small group of stakeholders will meet once for 90 minutes in the month of March to review
the findings I will have compiled from the surveys and interviews. In total, I am asking for 145
minutes of your time. Due to COVID-19, I have decided to complete everything through a
virtual format. I will be using zoom as my method to connect with you all, but it will be audio
only. Your cameras will remain off during the focus group portion of the study.
If you are interested in participating in this study, I ask that you complete the attached consent
form. This will indicate that you are open to participating and would like to move forward with
completing the survey. I appreciate your consideration to participate in my research and look
forward to connecting with you soon.

Appendix D: Survey and Interview Data
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